294 


NA TURE 


[January 26, 1905 


LETTERS TO THE EDITOR. 

[The Editor does not hold himself responsible for opinions 
expressed by his correspondents. Neither can he undertake 
to return, or to correspond with the writers of, vejected 
manuscripts intended for this or any other part of Nature. 
No notice is taken of anonymous communications.] 

The Origin of Radium. 

Eight months have elapsed since I wrote in your 
columns (Nature, May 12, 1904) giving an account of 
some experiments designed to test the view advanced 
by Prof. Rutherford and myself that radium is a product 
of the radio-active change of uranium. I then stated that 
in 1 kilogram of uranium nitrate that had been under 
observation over a period of one year since it was com¬ 
pletely freed from radium, the quantity of radium repro¬ 
duced in that time was less than one-ten-thousandth of 
the quantity theoretically to be expected. This result has 
been widely quoted, more widely, perhaps, than I intended, 
for the result was a preliminary conclusion only, and, as 
I pointed out, obtained under very unfavourable conditions 
owing to the very powerful preparations of radium that 
had been in use in the laboratory for other researches. 
The necessity for publishing it was to a certain extent 
•forced upon me by the attention the problem was beginning 
to attract from other investigators, and by the prospect 
of several months’ absence abroad. I relied on the fact 
that the result being negative, the presence of the radium 
in the laboratory could have had no effect, but in this I 
was mistaken. 

Since my return I have resumed the research in the 
new chemical laboratories recently erected here, into which 
no radium has so far been brought, and have found that 
the earlier result was affected by an error which invali¬ 
dates the conclusion drawn. It is therefore my duty to 
point this out at once without waiting for any further 
results. I am now fairly satisfied that there is a steady 
production of radium from uranium, and although the 
quantity formed, as measured by the amount of radium 
emanation evolved, is of a lower order of magnitude than 
is indicated by the disintegration theory, it is much greater 
than the ten-thousandth part. 

At the present time, about eighteen months since the 
commencement of the experiment, the kilogram of uranium 
nitrate in solution contains, so far as the amount of 
emanation evolved is a measure, about 15X10- 8 gram of 
radium, and if the whole series of measurements from 
the commencement are re-calculated, eliminating the error 
alluded to, they are fairly consistent with there having 
been a steady production of radium at this rate con¬ 
tinuously from the commencement. This gives the value 
2x10- 12 for the fraction of the uranium changing per 
year, whereas the most probable theoretical estimate is 
10-*. The new result is thus still only one-five-hundredth 
of the theoretical. 

The error in the result published last May was not in 
the determination of the amount of radium emanation 
evolved from the uranium, but in the determination of the 
amount of emanation given by a known weight of radium, 
against which the first mentioned determination was com¬ 
pared. The measurements on the uranium are in good 
agreement with those recently obtained, whereas the com¬ 
parative experiments with radium gave results too high 
owing to extraneous radium in the laboratory. For the 
effect from the uranium is so minute that to obtain a 
comparable effect with the radium emanation, the quantity 
of the latter obtainable from the smallest weighable 
quantity of pure radium bromide must be diluted and sub¬ 
divided until only a millionth part at most remains. Thus 
if any emanation were present in the air of the labor¬ 
atory used for the dilution, or if by mischance any of the 
gas apparatus, rubber tubing, or mercury had been used 
previously in experiments with powerful radium prepar¬ 
ations, the results obtained would be completely false. 
It is now known (vide Rutherford, Phil. Mag., November, 
1904, p. 637) that even metals, as copper and silver, 
absorb the radium emanation appreciably and slowly evolve 
it. The utmost precautions have to be observed in 
standardising the rate of leak of the electroscope by the 
emanation from a known weight of radium, so that each 
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successive dilution of the emanation is performed in an 
entirely new apparatus with new mercury and rubber 
connections. Otherwise emanation is absorbed from the 
gas rich in it and given out to the diluted gas, and when 
the final dilution should contain only one-millionth of the 
original emanation, as in these experiments, it will be in 
reality far richer. This explains the apparently para¬ 
doxical result I obtained that the determinations of the 
amount of radium produced were far too low , owing to 
the extraneous radium of the laboratory. 

The research is being continued with the view of elimin¬ 
ating what appears a probable explanation of the too low 
rate of production. It may be that under the conditions 
of the experiment the greater part of the emanation is 
retained by the uranium solution and not evolved as gas. 
New methods are being tried, and it is hoped that they 
will give a positive answer to this question. 

Frederick Soddy. 

The University, Glasgow, January 20. 


A New Radio-active Product from Actinium. 

At the suggestion of Prof. Rutherford, I have made an 
examination to see if there is any product in actinium 
corresponding to the product UrX in uranium or ThX in 
thorium. The investigations were made with a prepar¬ 
ation of the emanating substance of Giesel (of activity 
300 times that of uranium), which has been shown to 
be identical in radio-active properties with the actinium 
of Debierne. 

Taking into consideration the similarity of actinium 
and thorium, both as regards their chemical and radio¬ 
active properties, I resolved to try if the method used by 
Rutherford and Soddy for the separation of ThX would 
not serve also to separate an analogous product from 
actinium. The experiments were at once successful. If 
ammonia was added to a solution of actinium in hydro¬ 
chloric acid, the actinium was precipitated, while a small 
amount of a very active substance was left behind in the 
filtrate. This substance, which is so similar in properties 
to ThX, will be called actinium X (AcX). 

The product AcX, immediately after its separation, 
weight for weight, was more than a hundred times more 
active than the original actinium. The activity increased 
in the first day after removal to about 15 per cent, of 
its original value, and then decayed with the time accord¬ 
ing to an exponential law, falling to half value in about 
ten days. The actinium from which the AcX had been 
removed, almost inactive immediately after separation, 
gradually recovered its lost activity. As in the case of 
thorium, the curve of recovery of the activity was com¬ 
plementary to the curve of decay of AcX. 

The behaviour of the product AcX is thus completely 
analogous in all respects to that of ThX, only the constant 
of change has a different value, which is characteristic 
for AcX. 

Special experiments, made for the purpose, showed that 
the emanation was produced from AcX, and not directly 
from the actinium. The latter, immediately after separ¬ 
ation of AcX, gave off very little emanation, while AcX 
produces the emanation in large amount. The amount of 
emanation from AcX diminished with the time at the 
same rate that AcX loses its activity. At the same time 
the actinium gradually increased in emanating power, due 
to the production of fresh AcX, and finally reached an 
equilibrium value. 

The product AcX gives out both a and $ and probably 
7 rays. It is, however, difficult to determine whether the 

rays arise directly from AcX or from the excited activity 
to which the emanation gives rise. 

There is an interesting point of distinction between the 
radio-activity of thorium and actinium. After the separ¬ 
ation of AcX, the actinium is almost completely inactive, 
only 4 per cent, of the maximum activity being observed. 
It is probable that this amount could be still further re¬ 
duced by successive precipitations. Thorium and radium, 
on the other hand, always show a non-separable activity 
of about 25 per cent, of the maximum. This, points to 
the fact that the activity from ordinary actinium is due 
entirely to AcX and its successive products, and that little, 
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if any, is supplied directly by actinium itself. From the 
point of view of the theory of radio-active changes, this 
shows that the change of actinium into AcX is a “ ray¬ 
less ” change. 

A more complete account of these investigations will be 
published later. T. Godlewski. 

McGill University, Montreal, January 2. 


A. Simple Model for Illustrating Wave-motion. 

Mach's model for illustrating the transversal as well 
as the longitudinal wave is known to work in a beautiful 
manner. The arrangement for exciting the wave-motion 
is not, however, very simple. The fact that the period 
of a pendulum varies with the length of the string may 
conveniently be availed of for producing a wave-motion in 
a row of pendulum-bobs. 

As shown in the annexed figure, a series of pendulums 
of equal length is suspended at equal intervals. Each 
ball hangs on two strings, each of which passes through 
the corresponding one in the row of holes in one of two 
parallel horizontal rods m and n ; the strings pass through 
the holes from inside to outside, and are tied together to 
a horizontal rod l placed symmetrically above the two 
rods. One end of the upper rod is pivoted, while the 



other can be raised to a suitable height. If this end be 
raised, the length of the pendulums increases from the 
end toward the other. 

The two rods, m and n, can be separated or brought 
in contact by two links P and Q (not shown in the 
figure), attached to their ends. If the rods be in contact, 
the pendulums oscillate at right angles to the vertical 
plane containing the rod l ; if they are separated, the 
pendulums oscillate in this plane. Hence, by the position 
of the links, the longitudinal as well as transversal oscilla¬ 
tions of the pendulums can be excited at will. 

To produce a wave-motion, the end of the upper rod l 
is raised, and then the two rods m and n are brought in 
contact. Then the pendulums are set in motion simul¬ 
taneously by a long rod. After one or two minutes the 
phase-difference in each pendulum gradually increases, and 
a beautiful transversal wave-motion is produced. The 
wave-length becomes shorter and shorter; if a wave of a 
required wave-length is obtained, the rod l is lowered to 
its initial position. Each pendulum has then an equal 
length, so that wave-motion of a definite form incessantly 
proceeds from one end to another. 

If the links be rotated, so as to separate the two bars 
m and n from each other, the plane of oscillation of each 
pendulum gradually changes, until the oscillation becomes 
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at last longitudinal. Then a regular longitudinal wave is 
observed to proceed from one end to another. 

On the other hand, a longitudinal wave can first be 
excited, and then be transformed into a transversal one. 
Raising the end of the upper rod, and separating the two 
horizontal rods M and N, each pendulum is simultaneously 
set in a longitudinal motion by a long rod with receiving 
holes for pendulum-bobs. A longitudinal wave is gradually 
formed ; if a wave of a suitable length be obtained, the rod 
l is lowered to its initial position ; then wave-motion of 
a definite form is established. By turning the links the 
longitudinal wave is transformed into a transversal one. 

Tokyo, japan. K. Honda. 

Recently Observed Satellites. 

May I ask whether the small, distant, eccentric, and 
possibly retrograde satellites of Jupiter and Saturn, which 
have been discovered and seem likely to be discovered, 
ought not more properly to be regarded as cometary bodies, 
or a shoal of meteors not yet too much drawn out for 
visibility at a distance? Would it not be possible for the 
larger planets to be attended by such bodies, the orbits of 
which have been made moderately elliptical by an accidental 
perturbation? It is known that the larger planets are able 
to capture comets for the sun ; is it possible that with the 
aid of their satellites and subsequent tidal action they may 
be able to catch a few for themselves? 

Oliver Lodge. 

The University, Birmingham, January 20. 


Compulsory Greek at Cambridge. 

My experience of Greek at Cambridge is very similar 
to that of Mr. Willis, but the slight differences are, I 
think, instructive. 

When I decided to go up to Cambridge to study mathe¬ 
matics and philosophy I was living abroad, and I crammed 
Greek just as Mr. Willis describes, except that 1 worked 
entirely alone. But on going in for the “ Little Go,” 
though I passed easily in translation, I failed by a few 
marks in Greek grammar. It was so near a thing that I 
thought I might pull through in December with a few 
hours more grind ; but unfortunately I ran it too fine, and 
again failed by a few marks. This meant that I had to 
get up a complete new set of translation books for the 
following June, and to prevent further mistakes I went 
to a coach for the grammar part. I then passed, getting 
a second class. Like Mr. Willis, I can only say my 
present knowledge of the language is nil, although I had 
a double dose of it. It cannot for a moment be pretended 
that I got any insight into “ Greek thought ” which I 
could not have got equally well by reading a good trans¬ 
lation. But I confess my opinion of the value of. Greek 
thought was not raised by what T read—at best it only 
seemed to me creditable, considering how long ago it 
was written. But this may have been due to my resent¬ 
ment at being forced to waste time in an uncongenial 
study, when I was keen to get on to something else. 

Edward T. Dixon. 

Racketts, Hythe, Hants, January 20. 


Super-cooled Rain Drops. 

Walking home from the university last night at about 
8.45 p.m. an interesting phenomenon occurred. 

Something was falling which at first appealed to one 
as hail, but I soon found that it was large rain drops 
evidently cooled below the freezing point; at the moment 
they struck objects such as one’s hat, coat, or. walking 
stick, &c., they instantly solidified in small hemispherical 
lump’s ; falling on the ground they gave it the appearance 
of a sheet of ice, but the roads were not slippery, as the 
solidified rain gave the road just a nice amount of rough¬ 
ness. The noise of the falling rain was very curious—a 
crackling noise, not unlike that of small electric sparks. 

Edward E. Robinson. 

The University, Birmingham, January 17. 
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